A Bosphorus Stroll by Sampey, Jane
On a warm summer day, of course, tourists in Istanbul are "on the run” : there is so much in the Queen of 
Cities to see and so little 
time to see it in. How can there be 
sufficient time to marvel at a skyline 
of 1,001 minarets and an underground 
Byzantine cistern of 336 columns, to 
gawk at priceless emeralds and dia­
monds in glass cases in Topkapi Pal­
ace and fondle in one’s own hands 
baubles, bangles, and beads worth 
thousands of liras in a tiny jeweler’s 
shop in the dusky Grand Bazaar, to 
experience the blueness of the Blue 
Mosque and the aura of sanctity still 
pervading Aya Sofia? There is also, 
of course, the ferryboat to Asia wait­
ing or a tour-bus ride across the Bos­
phorus Bridge, the fourth longest in 
the world — and, of course, Istanbul 
by night. Indeed, so much to see and 
so little time!
But for the tourist who wants to 
savor as well as to see, let me sug­
gest that he could well take several 
hours "o ff” to simply walk along the 
Bosphorus on a weekend afternoon, 
joining the local strollers of the city 
who have an enduring love affair with 
that bluest of straits that separates 
Europe from Asia.
To reveal only a little of how much 
a tourist can savor on a simple Sun- 
day-afternoon stroll, I invite you to 
come with me along the Bosphorus 
at one of many possible starting 
points: from my suburb of Arnavutkoy 
four miles northeast from Taksim 
Square, the center of town, along to 
the next suburb of Bebek, enjoying an 
afternoon’s panorama of the Queen of 
Cities along a portion of the Queen 
of Waterways — all for a ten-lira bus 
ticket and an ounce of adventurous­
ness!
The Curve and Strait of It
First, let me describe the physical 
setting for our stroll on this weekend 
afternoon: As we walk along the Euro­
pean side of the Bosphorus, to the left 
of my apartment house we approach 
Arnavutkoy (meaning “ Albanian vil­
lage” ). See its clusters of earth-color, 
brown or white houses before us, 
some of them wooden dating back 
approximately 100 years, following 
the curve of a little bay. Arnavutkoy 
is one of the few villages along the 
Bosphorus with so many old dwellings 
preserved, though every year or two 
a fire destroys yet another landmark.
It only takes us five minutes to 
pass by the small closed shops of the 
village — here a shoe-repair shop run 
by two Greeks, there an appliance 
store run by a Turk, further along good 
fish restaurants. You’ll note at the end 
of the village, as we walk northeast,
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we come out again directly onto the 
Bosphorus at a point that has a terri­
fically strong current even on this 
summer's day. Back in the days before 
engines, there was a pulley system to 
get the caiques, barges and sailing 
ships around Akintiburnu Point; now 
there are open-air teahouses with a 
Levantine flavor.
Next, around a curve, to our left 
we pass an uninhabited area with only 
the grounds of a former pasha’s pal­
ace which fronts on the blue Bosphor­
us to our right. Note the magnificent 
view to the northeast beyond Bebek 
one of the three towers of Rumeli 
Hisar, a fortress built in 1452 by Fatih 
Mehmet, the Conqueror of Constan­
tinople, to cut off help by water from 
the north, preliminary to his siege of 
the city. A little further along on the 
land side we come to one of the best 
restaurants in Istanbul, rather igno- 
miniously above a gas station — with 
such international delights as chicken 
kievsky, Persian chilaff (rice), Roth­
schild soufflé.
Next, the elegant but rather non­
descript cement apartment-blocks of 
Bebek begin. Despite the lack of in­
teresting architecture, the wealth of 
the Turkish and foreign communities 
residing here makes Bebek one of the 
most elegant suburbs of Istanbul; note 
the glitter of crystal chandeliers and 
burnished silver through the windows.
Then along on the right is a huge, 
sand-colored pasha’s palace against 
the water to gawk at; slightly seedy- 
looking now, it houses the Egyptian 
consulate. You'll note a green medal­
lion with golden Arabic script at each 
end of the building — to indicate, no 
doubt, which prince or pasha once 
lived here, and also the ubiquitous 
military police since the Egyptian em­
bassy in Ankara was attacked by a 
Palestinian group several years ago.
Beyond the palace is one of Be- 
bek’s yacht basins backed by a small 
children’s park. If we walked beyond 
Bebek’s shopping area, we would see 
another basin, with several lovely 
large local and foreign yachts beaming 
passengers from as far away as Lon­
don, Palma de Majorca, and Panama 
City. I am often found of telling visi­
tors that my Arnavutkby is a suburb 
of rowboats, Bebek of yachts!
On the waterside, just next to the 
first yacht basin, is a gazino, where
one night not too long ago a friend 
and I by chance got mixed up in a 
raucous, delightful wedding party: 
there were three orchestras, two 
Oriental dancers, and varied singers 
to entertain the elegantly-dressed 
Istanbullus. Beyond the gazino is Be­
bek’s small mosque almost on the 
water: note how a cypress of exactly 
the same shape rises as the twin of 
the minaret!
If we look across to the Asian 
side of the Bosphorus approximately a 
half-mile wide here, starting from Be­
bek as we walk slowly back south­
west, we first see a small, elegant 
nineteenth-century summer palace 
which once housed a sultan; the build­
ing looks exactly like a square wed­
ding cake with its highly decorated 
white gates and façade; I was lucky 
enough to get into it on a private tour 
just this past year. Just to the right 
of the palace you w ill note a small 
stream emptying into the Bosphorus, 
romantically called “ The Fresh Wa­
ters of Asia,” where once or twice a 
year the sultan would sail his entire 
harem in huge caiques up for a day’s 
picnic — the only time those slave 
women would be allowed beyond the 
walls of their charming but slightly 
sinister Topkapi Palace.
Then our eyes sweep past the little 
suburbs of Kandilli and Vanikoy, lovely 
Asian hills rising above them covered 
with ceder and spruce, cypress and 
pine. Back even with my apartment 
house, we see a pale-yellow military 
school on the water and beyond that 
another Asian white-wedding-cake pal­
ace from the nineteenth century 
— Beylerbeyi — where, I believe, King 
Edward VIII and Mrs. Wallis Simpson
stayed when they were guests of Ata­
türk, the founder of modern Turkey, 
and where the Empress Eugénie of 
France had once also been lodged.
Soaring just beyond Beylerbeyi is 
the enormous Asian pylon of the 
Bosphorus Bridge. I used to believe 
this bridge was a masculine eyesore 
in the most feminine of cities, but it 
does have its charm after one gets 
used to it, and becomes a string-of- 
pearls of lights after dark.
On the Bosphorus itself we see 
five sailboats, at least three solid- 
white Russian, two Greek and three 
Turkish freighters, all gliding or lum­
bering by. Look at that lovely taka, a 
local fishing boat with graceful sweep­
ing curves amidships, painted blight 
blue, red and white; and there goes 
the large white Turkish passenger ship, 
the Ege, returning from its five-day 
cruise up the Turkish Black Sea coast. 
And there is a water-skier flirting 
with an Italian cruise ship, and beyond 
him a windsurfer; notice how skillfully 
they maneuver in the tricky currents. 
During our stroll we see at least a 
half-dozen brown, yellow and white 
ferryboats plying back and forth be­
tween the suburbs of two continents; 
listen to that drunken hiccup-py whoop 
as one puts in at Bebek to disgorge 
passengers! During my time in Istan­
bul, Krushchev’s, the Queen of Eng­
land's and Onassis’s yachts have 
sailed into the Bosphorus, not to men­
tion the homegoing weapons of the 
Cuban missile crisis some years back, 
not to mention the graceful white 
yacht used by Atatürk, later a naval 
vessel, which — sadly — burned sev­
eral years ago.
From Moda to Mussels to Mama Mias
Of course it is the people along 
our stroll-path that intrigue us even 
more than the setting — either his­
torical or modern. For they are Is- 
tanbul-on-the-slow-move on this sunny 
Sunday afternoon along the gentian- 
blue Bosphorus.
We are almost overwhelmed by 
the number of people and the variety 
and styles and colors of dress: There 
goes a teen-age lad with de rigeur 
faded jeans and a Harvard T-shirt (he. 
incidentally, probably has never seen 
the university whose emblem he 
sports!); further on is a young man 
with a bright purple shirt of Bursa silk 
tucked into his black trousers; and 
here's a not-necessarily-too-newly- 
arrived-from-the-village woman in her 
inevitable four or five layers of cloth­
ing topped by a light-weight dull-green 
raincoat and silk headscarf.
The turban on that old man there 
with the marvelous crinkled face in­
dicates he is a hacı, one who has 
made the pilgrimage to Mecca; and 
here are two teen-age girls with tank 
tops, slacks â la mode, and fashion­
able shoes. Had you ever realized 
fully before the loveliness of Turkish 
city-girls? See how even the thirteen- 
year-olds become young Sophia Lo­
rens with their flawless olive skin, 
flashing black eyes and dark hair as 
soft as Alanya silk — only, someti­
mes, alas, to become plump mama 
mias after the first or second child!
And note how the men range from 
the short, mustachioed ones in non­
descript dark clothes and shabby 
billed caps of the village-man-in-the- 
Big-City to tall, slim, mysterious Ru­
dolph Valentinos fit for their Sophias... 
And see how sweatered-up the babies 
are in this summer sun: Turkish moth­
ers are true pamperers. And did you 
observe the large blue bead safety- 
pinned to the baby’s sweater to keep 
off the Evil Eye?... And right here 
we pass my handsome "media-man” ;
I call him so since the word for mus­
sels in Turkish is midiye!
Let's note some going-on along 
the roadway here: See that car with 
German license plates and its obvi­
ously Turkish driver? He’s no doubt 
one of the 500,000 Turks who work 
in Western Europe, saving most of 
their francs or marks or pounds either 
to send home or to buy a Mercedes 
or a Taunus to drive the family along 
the Bosphorus on annual visits back to
Turkey... And that car going by deco­
rated with ribbons and a doll atop 
the hood? Yes, it ’s a bride and groom 
with their relatives all packed in like 
sardines. It’s maybe now a week after 
,the civil wedding ceremony, the bride 
having continued to live with her fami­
ly: only today does she wear her white 
"Western” wedding dress and veil. 
They are no doubt on the traditional 
pilgrimage up the Bosphorus to visit 
the tomb nine miles north from here 
of Telli Baba, a soldier of Mehmet the 
Conqueror’s time (circa 1453). To put 
tinsel on Telli Baba’s grave will bring 
the couple virility, fertility, long life 
— whatever their hearts desire. Today 
is the wedding-party day for them, 
perhaps in a hired salon somewhere 
in the city, after which the couple will 
begin their life together.
Ah, look at that dusty VW with 
FRANKFURT-KATMANDU in large 
letters on the side; I’m not sure I 
would want (or even expect) to motor 
through Afganistan on my way to 
Nepal, would you? But the people in 
the car are tourists indeed!... And 
then, note in that old ‘40’s vintage 
sedan the two little boys all in white 
with fancy red ribbons draped at a 
jaunty angle over their shoulders and 
breasts. They are no. doubt brothers 
going to a mosque, with their family,
before being circumcised; the tradi­
tional costume so indicates. One sees 
dozens of these little boys during the 
summer months... And observe that 
young woman driving the Jaguar? 
Such a thing was almost never seen 
back in 1962 when I first came to Is­
tanbul; now there are many women 
drivers.
Here across from the fancy restau­
rant that serves Persian rice, we note 
— In ironic contrast typical of the 
Levant — a "poor boys' swimming 
hole.” If one goes to one of the six­
teen or so beaches near Istanbul, he 
might have to pay from 100 to 500 
liras; while the Bosphorus is free, if 
one can endure the icy water.
Also note the crowds of fishermen, 
and even some women, shoulder to 
shoulder at the water's edge, using 
lines for the most part rather than 
rods and reels. They catch mostly 
small fish; but look at how many they 
catch, how skillful they are, even that 
elegantly dressed girl over there. If 
you can linger on until September, 
the Bosphorus becomes a fairyland 
by night, with dozens of small profes­
sional fishermen’s boats, lantern- 
lighted to attract liifer, a particularly 
succulent fish.
And what's that coming “ a la cart” 
that looks like roasting-ears? Yes, you
can even take your pick today: this 
cart has charcoal-grilled corn; beyond 
is another hand-pushed one with a 
round tub in which the corn is boiling. 
Or if you'd rather wait, there will be 
a little cart "house” or two soon with 
succulent köfte, oblong patties of 
ground lamb, cooked to your order 
and then stuffed with tomato, raw 
onion and a sprinkling of red pepper 
into a fourth of a loaf of fresh Turkish 
brown bread. I always stop at Ali Ba­
ba’s cart-house; his köfte are the best 
on the Bosphorus! Or we can buy crisp 
fried mussels — three to a stick — 
from my media-man nearby.
Perhaps you wonder anew why we 
can hardly make our way along among 
all the city-sophisticate and simple 
"country” strollers: they are involved 
in the ritual of gezmeking, a word we 
really have no exact equivalent for in 
English; it more or less means “ wan­
dering around and looking” — as you 
can tell, what a summer afternoon in 
Istanbul is made for with this lovely 
breeze from the Bosphorus cooling the 
hot sun. During the weekdays, some­
times, one even finds a local film 
company using the summer crowds 
along the strait for "backdrop.”
Why does the young man in a yel­
low T-shirt passing us suddenly start 
singing? He is indicating he finds us 
attractive!... Notice how many tran­
sistors are gezmeking with their own­
ers, too... That man with the beads? 
No, it's not a rosary, but they are 
prayer beads. That string has only 33, 
but there are longer ones of 66 or 99. 
Don’t call them "worry beads"; the 
man is fervently chanting the names 
of Allah silently to himself, each bead 
reminding him of one of Allah’s 99 
names.
Do you think the people here know 
we are foreign, you ask. Yes, indeed. 
Note the shy, interested, sometimes 
giggly stares! How can they tell we’re 
yabancılar (foreigners) when they are 
too far away to hear what language 
we’re speaking? I used to wonder 
myself, since city-Turkish and West­
ern fashions are almost the same. But 
never doubt; they KNOW: it may be 
the synthetic, drip-dry material of our 
clothes; or it can be our shoes; and 
a dead giveaway is my short haircut 
— few Turkish women will cut their 
crowning glories so short. Also, there 
is some je ne sais quoi in the way we 
carry ourselves or the way we don't 
talk so much with our hands as people 
here do that gives us away. Also with 
me it is a giveaway that I often stroll 
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from Arnavutkoy to Bebek alone; 
usually Turks of both sexes have 
something of a herd instinct: note 
that the typical group is four or five 
strong.
By the way, right here where the 
sidewalk is quite wide, sometimes in 
winter one sees nets of turquoise, 
maroon or blue spread out to dry
at the next wooden table for six hours 
or more on the basis of one ten-lira 
glass of steaming tea!
You'll note immediately that the tea 
is delicious. No teabags for "instant” 
service here; it's brewed and steeped 
— and drunk by the liter. Do you 
notice that our waiter has a "little  
waiter” to do the footwork, running
comes and one hour to get the wait­
er’s attention again afterwards, bos 
ver (“ it doesn’t matter” )!
You'll also realize that this is a 
family teahouse. Earlier we passed 
several kiraathane (men’s teahouses) 
in our village: that’s where the men 
play tavla (backgammon) and cards 
and of course watch the passing para­
noon. Traditionally, it is considered 
"bad form” to show too much overt 
happiness in public!
You see that soon the world comes 
to our table at the teahouse: That lad 
ambling toward us is selling simits; 
let’s try one — the ring and the hole, 
you note, are twice the size of a 
doughnut. Yes, it's bready, not sweet, 
a little tasteless even, and of course 
an excellent excuse to have more 
glasses of tea to wash it down with... 
This next boy is selling nuts, pistach­
ios to be exact. A Turkish lad compli­
ments his lady by saying she is as 
sweet as a pistachio!... You don’t have 
to have your shoes shined by the 
wandering little ragamuffin with his 
scuffed-up wooden box there, but it ’s 
fun. One of them often offers to “ pol­
ish” my straw sandals!
We must chat with someone near­
by so you can see how friendly the 
local people are and how curious, a 
curiosity lingering from past times 
when life was even slower, and also 
from a great desire to learn what 
foreigners are doing here...
Let's see their questions, as I 
translate: First, you see, they want to
know if we’re German, the number 
one tourist-nationality coming to this 
part of the world. Then they express 
pleasure that we are American; it 
would be the same reaction regardless 
of nationality since the Turk is always 
most hospitable and makes one feel 
his nationality is the long-awaited 
one... And did you notice there is
— fishermen with sunwrinkled faces 
mending them so swiftly that the eye 
can't follow the hand. Several years 
ago some friends and I took pictures 
and came back to give copies to the 
net-menders. For thanks, a huge fish 
wrapped very loosely in newspaper 
was stuffed into a friend's purse!... 
It was also right at this spot several 
years ago that I saw Prince Philip of 
England riding by in a limousine!... 
Oh, look! Here come the eskici with 
It s  burlap sack to buy old wares for 
the flea market and the yoğurtçu with 
two metal containers sagging from a 
chain on his right shoulder, selling 
cool, delicious yoğurt.
Perhaps you are a little dizzy by 
now with the Sunday passing-parade 
and the cacophony. Here we are again 
at Akintiburnu, that jut-out point of 
this part of the Bosphorus with seven 
or eight open-air teahouses by the 
water. Choose whichever one you 
prefer; for some unknown reason, 
they seem to get progressively more 
"expensive” in the direction away 
from our village! But at any one of 
them we can sit looking at the gez- 
mekers and gulls and rowboats and 
yachts and Russian tankers and people
the gauntlet of traffic on the road from 
the teahouse proper under the mos­
que. This is also true in restaurants. 
And also did you observe our waiter’s 
surprize when I paid as he brought us 
the tea? That was a Western-custom 
slip. Here time — the glass of life — 
is to be savored, not gulped. If one 
waits thirty minutes before the tea
de over endless glasses of steaming 
tea.
Observe how the groups sitting 
here quietly happy, not boisterous 
about it  like the Greeks or the Ital­
ians. The Turks are somewhat more 
taciturn, but that doesn’t mean they 
are not enjoying themselves this after-
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mention of the inevitable uncle or 
nephew living in New York City or 
California?... And of course the Turks 
always ask where we have been in 
their country and where we are going 
next. I would not be surprized if they 
also asked about our marital statuses, 
our ages, our jobs, and perhaps even 
what kind of money we make — none 
of these considered "personal” ques­
tions here.
I’m sorry, I forgot to warn you. That 
loud-speaker’s blare is not the end 
of the world, but the call of the faithful 
to afternoon prayers from the mosque 
across the Bosphorus road from our 
teahouse. From my little apartment 
I love to hear this muezzin’s echo 
bouncing off the Asian hills across 
the Bosphorus as a reminder five t i­
mes a day that I live in a Moslem 
land 5,000 miles from "home.”
We could sit here another several 
hours or so to see the lights come 
out like jewels on the Bosphorus 
Bridge, changing that masculine sym­
bol into a necklace of pearls strung 
between Europe and Asia, but let's 
wander back home... You'll note as 
we walk that the traffic is worse now 
even than an hour ago.
From my fourth-floor patio over 
cool drinks we will hear the traffic 
jams on the road below at dusk; then 
later the little restaurant and teahouse 
lights of Arnavutkoy will come on 
around the bay reflecting their greens 
and reds, yellows and blues into the 
still ebony water, with the white lights 
of Asian Kandilli and Vanikoy across 
the Bosphorus beginning to wink back 
at us; and still later an orange moon 
rising full over the dark, cypress-top­
ped hills of Asia to create a mystical 
path of pale gold on the matchless 
black water.
So, tourist friend, don’t just rush 
madly from one site in the fabled city 
to antoher, but hop a local bus, get 
off at some enticing spot and roam 
slowly down a mile or two of the 
European or Asian shore of the Bos­
phorus — to feel the very pulse of 
Istanbul itself at rest, at play, on a 
stroll down the strait that divides two 
continents but unites many hearts in 
a response to beauty. The green of 
cypress and blue of sea and bustle of 
an almost Shakespearean infinite 
variety heighten one's awareness of 
the strangeness of the “ usual”  and 
the usualness of the "strange” in the 
world's Queen of Cities.
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